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My brother is a cardiologist and has described to me the dilemma doctors face when               
treating patients with problems brought upon by unhealthy habits: self induced           
illnesses from years of drug abuse, or poor diets, or sedentary lifestyles. Patients             
have heart attacks or have triple bypass surgeries and are in the hospital recovering.              
Then they are given the speech from their medical team about how to prevent these               
things from happening again—cut out the bacon, throw away the cigarettes, stop            
using drugs, lose the weight, etc. The doctors review these things with each patient              
knowing full well that not many of them will listen to their recommendations.             
Non-compliant patients, they are called. 
 
My brother recently told me about a man who had an operation to remove              
dangerous levels of plaque from his carotid arteries. The man was warned that he              
could have a stroke if he did not change his habits. Not long afterwards he did have a                  
stroke and was left without the use of his legs. At one of his follow up appointments,                 
my brother took out his stethoscope to listen to his heart but before he could listen,                
and get to his heart, he had to pull a pack of cigarettes out of the man’s front t-shirt                   
pocket.  A non-compliant patient. 
 
We do not sit in judgment because most of us do it. We find ways to ignore good                  
advice, disregard recommendations, and sabotage our own progress. Paul in          
Romans says, “I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but                  
I do the very thing I hate.” Jesus, as the great Physician, must have known this was                 
true and seen it happening time and time again. Yet never growing disillusioned by              
our stubborn natures, Jesus travels the countryside healing the sick, curing the lame,             
and forgiving the sinners. In his mission to save the world, he also set out to save                 
people one by one—seeking out the lost sheep. And that is where we find him today                
in an often-overlooked miracle story from Mark. Mark is the only writer to include              
this healing story in his gospel and it usually gets little airtime because of the               
preceding drama of the Syrophoenician woman and her run in with Jesus.            
Nevertheless, what we have here is still an interesting miracle story as Jesus’             
ministry moves from the Jewish circles to the Gentiles and then to the entire world.  
 
Here Jesus continues to bring the message of salvation to the Gentile world. Mark              
makes this abundantly clear by giving an overly detailed description of their            
location. Mark says they are near the region of Tyre, beyond Sidon, near the Sea of                
Galilee, in the region of Decapolis. Mark is making a big point here. Specifically Mark               
is telling his audience (which we think was a non-Jewish audience) that this story              
was for them. To make this point he hones in right on their location. It would be like                  
saying Jesus visited the District of Columbia, just north of the Potomac River, close              
to Rock Creek Park, in East Georgetown. It is a strangely specific description of their               
location. Mark is making sure the readers know that Jesus is now in Gentile              
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territory. This is Mark’s biggest point and includes this healing narrative probably            
largely to make that point. Jesus’ ministry, his healing, and his salvation are open              
and available for all who have ears to hear.  
 
And that is where the man in today’s story had an issue: he was deaf and could not                  
speak clearly. His friends brought him to Jesus and Jesus took him aside, put his               
fingers into his ears, and spat, and touched his tongue. Then looking up to heaven,               
Jesus sighed and said to him, “Ephphatha”, that is “be opened.” Immediately he             
could hear and he could speak clearly. There is a lot going on in this interaction with                 
Jesus. One scholar points out that there is a six-action process to heal this man. 1)                
Jesus puts his fingers in the ears. 2) Jesus spits. 3) Jesus touches his tongue. 4) Jesus                 
looks up to heaven. 5) Jesus sighs. 6) Jesus says Ephphatha. It is all a little weird but                  
I guess I get 1, 3, and 4. Touch the ears, touch the tongue, look up to heaven and                   
pray and that should get the job done. I do not really understand the spit. I’m                
curious about the sigh. And the word Ephphatha doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue.              
There is a lot going on in this story. 
 
Today I would like us to think a bit about the last two actions from Jesus: the sigh                  
and the command. First—the sigh. W.H. Auden in his poem Twelve Songs has a              
stanza:  
 
Under the look of fatigue, the attack of migraine and the sigh 

There is always another story, there is more than meets the eye. 
 
The sigh takes us back to the story about doctors giving the recommended advice to               
their post op patients. I wonder if Jesus after touching the ears and the tongue and                
saying his prayer then sighs like a physician sighs when they have just performed              
life saving surgery yet they feel doubtful their patients will heed their advice about              
how to take care of themselves. There is a weight perceived in Jesus’ sigh. Albert               
Schweitzer wrote, “God prays for us with sighs too deep for words.” Maybe the sigh               
is connected to the prayer, as only one can pray who has deep love and concern for                 
the other.  
 
Is the sign because of Jesus’ love for that man, that woman, that child, that Gentile,                
that sinner, that lost sheep is just too deep for words? A sigh marking the love, and                 
the worry, and the hope that our Savior carries for each of us. I suspect there is so                  
much going on in this sigh that even if we could have seen it for ourselves and heard                  
it with our own ears we still would not truly appreciate just what that sigh meant for                 
those Jesus came to heal and save—the sigh of true love. 
 
It’s the sigh that a new baby makes when their tummy is full and they drift off to                  
sleep swaddled safely in their parent’s arms. 
It’s the sigh of the parents leaving the preschool classroom with their child, left for               
the first time. 
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It’s the sigh of a parent starting up the car engine after unpacking their kid’s               
freshman dorm room. 
It’s the sigh of a father about to walk his daughter down the aisle.  
It’s the sigh of a husband helping his wife of sixty years dress each morning when                
she has lost the ability to do so. 
It’s the sigh of the grandfather settling in to read bedtime stories to his grandson. 
It’s the sigh of a father—the sigh of a Savior—the sigh of one who so loved the world                  
that he would do anything for the ones he loved. 
 
Jesus for a broken and hurting man would stick his fingers in his ears and touch his                 
tongue and heal him. Jesus for a broken and hurting world would live alongside us,               
he would suffer with us, and he would accept death on the cross for us. 
 
I think the sigh is important for us to hear. For if we can hear that sigh and believe                   
that sigh is truly for us—it is then that we might also be able to hear the final of                   
Jesus’ six healing actions, which is a command. 
 
The sigh too deep for words is followed by one Aramaic word from Jesus. Mark               
translates Ephphatha for his audience as, “Be opened.” It is an interesting word             
choice. It isn’t ‘you are healed’ or ‘speak freely’ or ‘praise God.’ Instead Jesus says               
‘be opened.’ The command shifts the action from God’s healing to the man’s             
responsibility going forward. Now he could hear, now he could speak, and so now              
he had to live into that new life and ‘be opened’—Jesus is calling for a shift in his                  
very being.  
 
Jesus has offered us a new life—the eyes of the blind opened, the ears of the deaf                 
unstopped. ‘Be opened’, says Jesus. But are we? Or are we non-compliant? Are we              
fully embracing the Christian life—the old life is gone and new life has begun? Do               
our lives reflect the experience of God’s grace? Does our encounter with Jesus Christ              
make a difference in our lives? Jesus has done the first part of healing us—and then                
he commands us to play our parts as well.  
‘Be opened’ means that  

the downtrodden find ways to be grateful,  
the cautious find ways to be generous,  
the anxious find ways to be peaceful,  
the hurting find ways to forgive,  
the self-absorbed find ways to serve.  
 

We find ways to be opened to one another and be opened to God. If left to our own                   
devices we might be inclined to turn inward, turn away, or turn aside from Christ’s               
teachings—ignoring the great physician’s instructions for how best to our lives. But            
when we remember that sigh—the sigh of one who loves so unconditionally it is              
hard to close ourselves off from that gift. 
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When the prophet Ezekiel offered a blessing on the people from God he said, “A new                
heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will put within you; and I will remove from                   
your body the heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.” That blessing is for you                  
just as it was for the deaf man Jesus healed. This story was included by Mark to                 
remind his readers that this was about them, specifically. And as the tradition has              
passed from generation to generation, now this story is specifically about us. And so              
may we hear it as our sacred text, a story of blessing and a call to once again to ‘be                    
opened.’  
 
Ephphatha! 
 
Amen. 
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